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The present contribution concerns activities of the Russian Committee of the UNESCO Information for All Programme to implement one of the Programme priorities – provide universal access to information – in the context of legal information.

The collapse of the USSR in 1991 and the emergence of Russia as an independent political entity put us face to face with many new political, economic and social problems. Life started changing apace. It grew more complicated with every passing day. The diversity of social and economic relations was steadily increasing. Their regulation became top priority on the new soil of open democratic society based on the market economy. Seething legislative activities brought several laws and bylaws a day at every administrative level.
The state network of the collection, procession and storage of all legal information produced in Russia in the electronic form was established in 1997, and immediately started active work to collect and preserve relevant information, and disseminate it countrywide. The State Department for Legal Information, which I represent at the Russian IFAP Committee, is responsible for the smooth performance of the system.
Its central board, in Moscow, makes its top level and maintains an integrated full-text model database of legal information.

Branches of the system, based in every Russian region, make its medium level. They provide the exploitation of the Russian Legislation legal information system, and contacts with users. These provincial structures also create and maintain databases of provincial and local legal acts, and pass all relevant information to the system center.
Institutional and individual users make the third, bottom level of the system.

The system initially catered only for public services of all levels – federal, provincial and municipal.

Developing businesses and NGOs, however, need ever greater access to legal information. We became aware of it quite soon, and realized that the entire population urgently needed free access to such information. We regarded public libraries as the best bases for such an access, and suggested that they should establish special facilities for it in relevantly equipped premises, manned by specially trained librarians. Such centers were to store legal information as printed matter and in the electronic form, and so provide a new kind of service. 
Russia’s first Legal Information Access Center (LIAC) opened at the Central Public Library of the Smolensk Region in June 1998.

Thorough analyses of this endeavor resulted in a Programme for a national network of LIACs based on public libraries. The implementation of the Programme started in October 1998 with support from the Presidential Executive Board and Parliament.

At present, Russia possesses slightly more than 6,800 LIACs in every part of the country. They base not only on public libraries, as initially, but also on school and college libraries, post offices and other places of universal access.
Standing at the cradle of this ambitious national Programme were the Federal Communication and Information Service, or FAPSI – presently the State Department for Legal Information (Spetssvyaz) of the Russian Federation; the Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federation; and the Russian Legal Reform Foundation – an organization established by the federal Government at that time to promote the Russian legal reform in cooperation with the World Bank.
We Programme organizers started by establishing contacts with administrative bodies of all levels, and with central regional public and comprehensive research libraries. We also elaborated and circulated method-setting materials to get LIACs going. The libraries eager to join the innovative endeavor were granted free access to legal information databases and permanent communication channels.
The Russian legal information market is not limited to the special government system but also includes commercial companies. Consultant Plus, Garant and Codex are the largest of them. Such companies also contracted for free or privileged access of LIACs to their information product throughout the country. Many legal publishers provided their editions to libraries free, and so were of great help.

Professors and senior students of university legal departments took voluntary part in LIAC services to the population.
The Soros Foundation promoted the establishment of LIACs in small Russian towns.

The Russian Committee of the UNESCO Information for All Programme joined the LIAC Programme in 2002 to promote the global experience of providing universal access to socially important information in Russia, and promote the national Programme at the international level – in particular, at UNESCO.

The Russian IFAP Committee proved itself to be the institution that established and maintained relevant partnership between all involved parties.

Information for All Programme helped us to get a broader view of universal access to information, see to the core of the matter, and so pass from sheer technicalities to the social mission of LIACs – the improvement of the quality of life.
An ambitious PR campaign was launched to explain the functions of LIACs and provide the coverage of their work by media outlets. Thus, the press carried about 3,000 relevant contributions. “The Right to Know”, a video film on the basic functions of LIACs, was released in 2002 and broadcast by local television channels in almost all parts of Russia.

Programme implementation was permanently monitored, and pioneer experience promoted. International, national, interregional and local conferences were held regularly.

All this helped to establish a national LIAC network and promote the basic premises of the UNESCO Information for All Programme. Both Programmes thus became synergetic and mutually complementary.
All LIACs have mutual semblances and differences. The ones attached to large libraries are influential independent establishments – suffice it to mention the LIAC of the Russian National Library in St. Petersburg – while a majority of LIACs at small libraries make do with one computer and one staff worker.

All LIAC users have unlimited access to all documents disseminated and regularly updated for administrative bodies – more than 1.5 million items, for today, ranging from the Constitution of the Russian Federation and federal laws to local bylaws. They also include verdicts of the Constitutional, Supreme and Supreme Arbitration courts, and documents of the Russian Empire, the USSR and the RSFSR.
The number of storage units increases by an average 10,000 a month.

Students make a majority of LIAC users – 30-50%. Experts, businessmen and public servants make another major group, 20-50%. Pensioners, disabled persons, migrants and the unemployed are long-established users, and account for 10-30%.

Extensive LIAC-based public legal education and information has the motto, “From legal information to legal culture,” and envisages exhibitions, information stands, booklets, leaflets, and legislative reviews. Thematic document selections concern topical social and legal issues. Many forms of public legal information are gaining an ever firmer footing – in particular, Information Days, Expert Days, radio, television and press reviews, and information pages of library websites, for instance, Public Legal Advice, Legal ABC for All, etc.
The Russian government highly appreciates LIAC activities – suffice it to say that Programme organizers received the Government Culture Award for 2005.

The Russian legal information network is developing steadily, and deserves interest. LIACs have a broad public response. Their number is growing apace. We want to extend the range of their services and information resources, especially those on which the quality of life depends directly.

The UNESCO Information for All Programme in Russia is a catalyst and integrator of this work, extending its context, and providing an atmosphere in which members of the public feel involved in a noble and ambitious national and global cause.

We thank UNESCO for its Information for All Programme, and are determined to promote and develop it further.
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